
THE GREENHOUSE EFFECT AND GLOBAL WARMING 
 

The greenhouse effect is the rise in temperature that the Earth experiences because certain 
gases in the atmosphere (water vapor, carbon dioxide, nitrous oxide, and methane, for example) trap 
energy from the sun. Without these gases, heat would escape back into space and Earth’s average 
temperature would be about 60ºF colder. Because of how they warm our world, these gases are 
referred to as greenhouse gases. 

Have you ever seen a greenhouse? Most greenhouses look like a small glass house. 
Greenhouses are used to grow plants, especially in the 
winter. Greenhouses work by trapping heat from the sun. 
The glass panels of the greenhouse let in light but keep 
heat from escaping. This causes the greenhouse to heat 
up, much like the inside of a car parked in sunlight, and 
keeps the plants warm enough to live in the winter. 

The Earth’s atmosphere is all around us. It is the 
air that we breathe. Greenhouse gases in the atmosphere 
behave much like the glass panes in a greenhouse. 
Sunlight enters the Earth's atmosphere, passing through 
the blanket of greenhouse gases. As it reaches the 
Earth's surface, land, water, and biosphere absorb the 
sunlight’s energy. Once absorbed, this energy is sent 
back into the atmosphere. Some of the energy passes 
back into space, but much of it remains trapped in the 
atmosphere by the greenhouse gases, causing our world to heat up. 

    
The greenhouse effect is important. Without the greenhouse effect, the Earth would not be 

warm enough for humans to live. But if the greenhouse effect becomes stronger, it could make the 
Earth warmer than usual. Even a little extra warming may cause problems for humans, plants, and 
animals. 

It may seem hard to believe that people can actually change the Earth’s climate. But scientists 
think that the things people do that send greenhouse gases into the air are making our planet warmer. 
Recent Climate History 

The Earth has warmed about 1ºF in the last 100 years. The eight warmest years on record (since 
1850) have all occurred since 1998, with the warmest year being 2005. Periods of increased heat from 
the sun may have helped make the Earth warmer. But many of the world's leading climatologists think 
that the greenhouse gases people produce are making the Earth warmer, too. 
 
Melting Glaciers: A glacier is a large sheet of ice that moves very, very slowly. Many glaciers in the 
world are now melting. For example, glaciers are melting in Montana's Glacier National Park. Some 
scientists think the glaciers are melting partly because the Earth is getting warmer. 
 
Rising Sea Level: Have you ever built a sandcastle on the beach, close to the ocean on wet sand? If you 
have, you probably know that the sandcastle won't last very long. Chances are the waves will wash 
away the sandcastle as soon as the tide comes in. The water goes higher up the beach when the tide 
comes in. At most shores throughout the world, two high tides and two low tides occur every day. But 
now the level of the sea is rising, so high tides are higher than they were before. Over the last 100 
years, the level of the sea has risen about 6-8 inches worldwide. When the sea level rises, the tide goes 
farther up the beach. 

Scientists think the sea has risen partly because of melting glaciers and sea ice. When some 
glaciers melt, they release water into the sea and make it higher than it was before. Scientists also 
think that warmer temperatures in the sea make it rise even more. Heat makes water expand. When the 
ocean expands, it takes up more space. 
What Might Happen? 

Scientists are not fortune-tellers. They don't know exactly what will happen in the future. But 
they can use special computer programs to find out how the climate may change in the years ahead. 
And the computer programs tell us that the Earth may continue to get warmer. 
Together, the melting glaciers, rising seas, and computer models provide some good clues. They tell 
us that the Earth's temperature will probably continue to rise as long as we continue increasing the 
amount of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. 


